Is right hemisphere decline in the perception of emotion a function of aging?
The hypothesis that the right cerebral hemisphere declines more quickly than the left cerebral hemisphere in the normal aging process was tested using accuracy and intensity measures in a facial recognition test and using response time and response bias measures in a tachistoscopic paradigm. Elderly and younger men and women (N = 60) participated in both experiments. Experiment 1 required facial affect identification and intensity ratings of 50 standardized photographs of 5 affective categories: Happy, Neutral, Sad, Angry, and Fearful. The elderly were significantly less accurate in identifying facial affective valence. This effect was found using negative and neutral expressions. Results for happy expressions, however, were consistent with the younger group. In Experiment 2, age differences in hemispheric asymmetry were evaluated using presentation of affective faces in each visual field. Following prolonged experience with the affective stimuli during Experiment 1, the elderly showed heightened cerebral asymmetry for facial affect processing compared to the younger group. Both groups showed a positive affective bias to neutral stimuli presented to the left hemisphere. Elderly and younger subjects scored significantly higher on Vocabulary and Block Design subtests of the WAIS-R, respectively. Overall, the findings suggest that the elderly have more difficulty processing negative affect, while their ability to process positive affect remains intact. The results lend only partial support to the right hemi-aging hypothesis.